The present article sets out to provide an overall picture of the acquisition of speaking abilities in a given second language acquisition (SLA) learning context, namely study abroad (SA), so as to ascertain whether SA can indeed 'do the trick', as it is popularly assumed, and, if so, under which conditions. Section 1 will characterise the SA context and look at how it can affect oral performance, bearing in mind the opportunities for target language contact and practice it offers learners. Section 2 will focus on the specific linguistic benefits in the oral domain that can accrue in this learning context. In this regard, we will present an overview of empirical research findings with special attention to the SALA (Study Abroad and Language Acquisition) and COLE (Context, Contact and Competence Level) research projects. Section 3 will concentrate on individual variables that may affect oral development abroad in combination with external variables such as SA programme conditions. Finally, Section 4 will provide a summary of the main ideas presented and draw some conclusions.
I. STUDY ABROAD AS A LANGUAGE LEARNING CONTEXT
Research on bilingualism and multilingualism has paid increasing attention to the learning contexts in which languages are acquired, whether naturalistic or instructed.
Such research aims at finding empirical evidence regarding the potential efficiency of a given learning context in promoting students' ability to communicate more fluently, accurately and with higher degrees of complexity in an additional language. In the present article we will focus on the study abroad (henceforth SA) context, situated at the naturalistic end of the learning context continuum (see Juan-Garau 2012 , Pérez-Vidal 2011 .
As a natural learning setting, SA allows for the testing of learner hypotheses by paying attention to relevant input, for the practice of common speech acts embedded in daily routines, and for the contextualisation of learning in a myriad of authentic situations, enabling better memorisation and retrieval, in contrast to the relative dreariness of SA research has proliferated over the last decades, basically as a result of the increasing number of SA programmes that secondary schools and particularly higher education institutions offer their students as part of their educational experience (Wang 2010), giving rise to a massive-scale student mobility operation in Europe and worldwide.
Such research can shed new light on both the positive aspects and the challenges of SA.
Most studies of language learners abroad have focused on the acquisition of oral skills, reflecting higher expectations for gains in this area. Indeed, the SA context affords constant opportunities for learners to be exposed to comprehensible input from a plethora of target-language speakers and to practise speaking by getting a variety of things done while interacting and negotiating meaning in a second (L2) or additional language. Learners, however, need to seize the contact opportunities the SA context affords in order to enhance their speaking abilities.
Barbara Freed's 1995 edited volume, entitled Second Language Acquisition in a Study
Abroad Context, constituted the first important landmark in the study of the achievements of language learners abroad and inspired further research in this area, which has grown exponentially since then. In his foreword to the volume, as Kinginger (2013) aptly remarks, Charles A. Ferguson referred to the "myths" that surround SA, including the belief that the only way to achieve "real fluency" in an L2 or foreign language is to travel to a place where the target language is spoken. In the next section we will survey SA research that has focused on learners' speaking abilities. In so doing, we will try to dispel some of the myths surrounding oral development in SA settings and to ascertain whether SA can "do the trick" as far as the acquisition of oral competence in an additional language goes.
II. BENEFITS IN THE ORAL DOMAIN AFTER SA
Overall oral proficiency, often measured through the ACTFL (American Council on the Brecht and Robinson 1995 , Dyson 1988 , Lapkin et al. 1995 , Meara 1994 ). We will next examine the domains of complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF) in relation to speaking skills and will finally consider pronunciation as well. In so doing, we will pay special attention to research conducted as part of the SALA (Study Abroad and Language Acquisition) and COLE (Context, Contact and Competence Level) research projects.
1
Speech complexity does not seem to increase much as a result of SA. Pérez-Vidal and JuanGarau (2011) examined SALA-COLE project participants' oral productions regarding both syntactic and lexical complexity in the at-home and SA settings. As regards syntactic complexity, clauses per T-unit were seen to decrease slightly at home, while an increase close to significance was registered abroad. Subordination also increased non-significantly in the SA setting, but not at home. Similarly, lexical diversity, as measured by Guiraud's index, registered a non-significant improvement that was more noticeable abroad. Learners significantly increased, nonetheless, their use of formulaic sequences as an effect of the period spent abroad.
All in all, these results confirm the findings obtained by Juan-Garau and Pérez-Vidal (2007) with a smaller sample, which showed non-significant increases abroad in the domain of complexity. Similarly, SALA-COLE researchers Mora and Valls-Ferrer (2012) found that the complexity of their participants' oral productions remained largely unmodified. However, Llanes and Muñoz (2013) , in a study comparing the effects of SA and at-home learning contexts in children and adult learners, reported significant gains in oral complexity, with the SA setting appearing more beneficial for children's oral skills than for older learners.
As regards accuracy, there is a dearth of SA studies in comparison to the research conducted in relation to fluency. The existing documentation on speaking proficiency reveals that no substantial development tends to take place in the former domain after residence abroad. Thus, Other researchers, however, have provided a rosier view on SA accuracy outcomes. Juan-Garau Turning to pronunciation, several scholars have focused on the development of SA learners' phonetic and phonological abilities, although this remains a largely uncharted area of research.
Previous studies investigating speech learning and phonological acquisition abroad have not shown any consistent improvement in speech production and perception in this learning context.
For instance, Simões (1996) , Stevens (2001) and Díaz-Campos (2004) , focusing on Spanish pronunciation by native speakers of English, reported some benefits in phonological ability for SA students, with the last two studies revealing an advantage of SA over at-home groups in the loss of aspiration when producing unvoiced stops. However, findings in these three studies did not always point in the same direction and did not always report any improvement in the areas considered. Individual differences in the participants and the programmes (e.g. pre-departure proficiency level, length of stay, and time spent using the target language) help to account for differences in pronunciation performance (see section III below).
Research conducted within the SALA-COLE projects has also contributed to analyse the impact of SA on pronunciation. Pérez-Vidal et al. (2011) looked at the perception and production of English vowel contrasts. As regards perception, discrimination scores were always higher in the at-home setting rather than abroad, a finding that was confirmed in a recent study by Mora 
III. VARIABLES INFLUENCING ORAL GAINS ABROAD
As already hinted at in section I, it has often been assumed by teachers, students, families and society at large that SA is superior to formal instruction AH for language learning in general and fluency in particular. This belief, however, is often unfounded. In fact, DeKeyser (2007) argues that SA does not always bring about sizeable linguistic gains, as this learning context is not always as obviously ideal to practise a foreign language as people tend to assume. He further claims that the SA and FI contexts are not in opposition, as the declarative and procedural knowledge gathered in the AH setting can bear fruit later on abroad, eventually leading to automatic language use. The problem, however, is that learners abroad, at least to begin with, often feel the pressure to communicate orally in real time and to do so in a fluent and comprehensible manner. Given these difficulties, for SA to bring about language development, certain conditions, to which we turn next, must be met (Pérez-Vidal and JuanGarau 2011).
One major variable affecting SA outcomes is pre-departure proficiency level, often interacting with other individual learner differences. Several studies have indicated that learners may need to have a certain command of target-language lexical and grammatical forms and structures Thus, the existence of a threshold level for substantial acquisition abroad to take place has been posited. In a recent study by Kang (2014) with Korean university participants learning English, intermediate-level students were the ones who made the most out of their SA period in terms of improving their speaking abilities, while low-level learners' oral skills remained unchanged.
These findings appear to lend support to the aforementioned threshold-level tenet that learners readiness and ability to benefit from the contact opportunities at hand has been signalled as an essential factor for SA success. In this respect, Segalowitz and Freed (2004) emphasise the importance of delving into learner-context interactions to explain why a given context may be advantageous to some learners and not others. In fact, Freed et al. (2004) conclude that it is not context per se that promotes language gain, but rather the quantity and quality of contact within that context. In the same vein, Kinginger (2013) underscores the variability in post-SA language learning outcomes and the need to further investigate student activity abroad to be able to understand this phenomenon. Language learning, according to this author, is thus seen "as a dialogic, situated affair that unfolds in intercultural contexts and includes significant subjective dimensions" (Kinginger 2013: 5) . Therefore, it is important to consider the extent to which learners abroad engage with the host community, which in turn may be affected by how they are received by the institution where they are to study or by their host families. Students abroad may be eager to seek social interaction or, on the contrary, they may avoid contact with their interlocutors. In the latter case, as Kinginger (2013: 5-6) remarks, they may "cling to social networks of co-nationals, or remain virtually 'at home' via the Internet", an option not available some decades ago that can now greatly diminish foreign language practice abroad. Predeparture preparation can play an important role in avoiding such pitfalls and helping students make the most of their sojourn, as Pérez-Vidal (2014) mentions. The development of selfregulatory strategies among students -including motivation maintenance, goal-setting, and language-learning strategies -is also considered crucial to sustain and intensify foreign language learning abroad (Allen 2013) .
Learner attitudes, motivation, and beliefs have also been seen to affect how informal contact abroad relates to acquisition. Thus, Brecht and Robinson (1995: 318) 
IV. CONCLUSIONS
Research to date as regards the development of speaking skills in SA settings reveals that this context -providing extensive opportunities for L2 exposure and practice -has indeed the potential to enhance L2 learners' oral abilities, even though findings are more positive and conclusive for fluency than they are for accuracy and complexity (see, for example, DeKeyser 1991 , Freed et al. 2004 , Isabelli 2001 , Juan-Garau and Pérez-Vidal 2007 , Pérez-Vidal and JuanGarau 2011 , Segalowitz and Freed 2004 , Towell et al. 1996 . The latter two domains would possibly show significant gains after longer, or more intensive, periods of immersion abroad than the ones considered herein (Mora and Valls-Ferrer 2012) . As for the effects of SA on pronunciation and phonological development, previous research in L2 speech learning has not provided sufficient robust evidence to suggest that an SA setting can enhance L2 speech perception and production. This is an area, however, where more research is clearly needed. It is also important to remark that considerable variation is found both within and across individuals (i.e. intra-and inter-speaker variation) in the literature on language acquisition in SA contexts, Considering all of the above, we gather that the SA context can no doubt be advantageous for the development of language learners' speaking skills, but it may end up not being so for all learners (DeKeyser 2007). Consequently, we should bear in mind Freed et al. 's (2004: 298) caveat that: "it is not the learning context per se that promotes various types of learning but rather […] the nature of the interactions, the quality of the experiences, and the efforts made to use the L2 that render one context superior to another with respect to language gain". Thus, in the preceding section (III), we have considered an array of individual variables that impinge on successful language acquisition abroad, including learners' pre-departure proficiency level and preparation, their readiness to benefit from contact opportunities abroad by engaging with the host community, and the development of self-regulatory strategies as well as positive attitudes, motivational stands and beliefs. These individual variables, often interacting with external variables such as programme characteristics (e.g. length of stay), affect learners' socialization and ultimately their language learning success -or lack thereof -abroad.
Future research should bring together the variables summarised in the previous paragraph to and qualitative data are needed to provide "a reliable documentation of background, process and outcome variables with the in-depth documentation of students' activities, and the quantity and quality of their interactions, especially from the students' perspective".
Intimately connected with the development of linguistic competence in general and of speaking skills in particular, Coleman's (2013) concentric circles model enables us to understand better the dynamic nature of socialization overseas. According to this model, learners gradually move outwards from the inner circle of co-nationals, through contact with other outsiders (generally other international students), towards the outer circle of locals. This progression, Coleman (2013: 31) argues, "is not universal, automatic or uni-directional, but given motivation, time and effort, alternatively labelled agency, movement tends to be centrifugal". He thus clearly pinpoints some of the ingredients that contribute to learners' successful oral development abroad. In their attempt to maximise their SA experience, however, students should not only invest time and effort in language learning but also they should ideally get institutional and pedagogical support in the form of preparatory pre-departure sessions, monitoring during the actual period abroad, and follow-up activities (Beattie 2014) . In this sense, Kinginger (2011: 70) states that: "Every effort should be made to ensure that language learners abroad enjoy access to -and engagement in -the practices of their host communities as well as guidance in their efforts to learn and to interpret their experiences". In the same vein, Davidson (2010: 23) claims that residence abroad "holds enormous potential for meeting the needs of education in the 21st century". To unfold this potential, though, SA needs to be well integrated into the learners' curriculum and well supported by all the stakeholders involved, including of course learners themselves, who should engage actively in their learning process. In sum, as long as the relevant conditions we have outlined are met, SA can do the trick in terms of enhancing learners' speaking abilities.
Notes
1 These are longitudinal research projects -based at Universitat Pompeu Fabra (Barcelona) in collaboration with the Universitat de les Illes Balears (Palma) -that focus on the acquisition of English as a foreign language by students who partake in SA in addition to formal instruction at home. Learners' language development in these two learning contexts is analysed over a three-year period, contrasted against native-speaker baseline data, and interpreted with the help of qualitative data derived from learner questionnaires and diaries.
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